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Abstract 
Noirscapes is a transmedia experience, and the cameras are rolling. Writing its own version of Los 
Angeles’ history, Noirscapes is a filmed scholarly discourse that literally drives through the urban 
environment of  the city of Los Angeles constructing a noir historiography. The authors of this article 
are film-maker- researchers who, as a mode of creative practice research, are using screens and the 
medium of film to write  with, on and for the screen. The premise of Noirscapes is that film noir can 
function partly as a surrogate history of Los Angeles, so that film noir screens provide written 
cinematic evidence of the city’s actual as well as imagined history. Noirscapes presents a series of 
short films that constitute a creative practice research output. Filming and driving across the 
freeways and boulevards of present day Los Angeles allowed the film-makers to traverse production 
locations and to discuss their role in urban historiography, as featured through iconic film noirs like 
Double Indemnity (1944), Sunset Boulevard (1950) and Chinatown (1974). Noirscapes demonstrates 
how film-making and spectatorship can be used as complementary research methods that enquire 
with, on and for the screen. 
Introduction 
Noirscapes connects the real city of Los Angeles with the reel city of Hollywood. The classic era of 
film noir, between 1940 and 1958, is used as the basis of the critical and scholarly discussions 
recorded in Noirscapes. Noir locations used in films such as Double Indemnity (Wilder, 1944), Sunset 
Boulevard (Wilder, 1950), through to Kiss Me Deadly (Aldrich, 1955) and Chinatown (Polanski, 1974), 
provide a vehicular route travelled by the film-makers, which becomes one of the major structuring 
elements shaping Noirscapes as screen research. 
As creative practice research conducted with, on and for the screen, Noirscapes uses film-making as 
its primary research method and each episodic narrative is conceived through a critical analysis of 
the film noir genre, noir film-makers and the historical geography of Los Angeles. This type of 
cinematic analysis extends the film studies method of spectatorship, in which the cultural and social 
meaning embedded within a film is interpreted through the spectator’s contemporary positioning. 
By extending spectatorship as a research concept and a research method using filmology (Souriau 
1951), the argument here suggests it is possible to look beyond the hermetic and narrative meaning 
that is created through mise-en-scène. Filmology provides a theoretical connec-tion between the 
plausible cultural and social explanations on how the aesthetics of film noir, in relation to Los 
Angeles, have historicized aspects of its urban environment. Identifying this form of information 
gathered through spectatorship makes it possible to situate the conceptual and preparatory stage 
that underpinned the creative practice research approach taken with Noirscapes. At the time of 
writing, Noirscapes is in post-production, and so what is presented here is an interim account of this 
research work in progress. 
By revisiting the real locations of Los Angeles as featured in noir films, Noirscapes explores how 
screens can illustrate the twenty-first century changes that have either upheld or erased parts of the 
city’s urban environments. Consequently, Noirscapes illustrates how screens can be embedded as 
both a medium and a tool for research enquiry, where spectatorship can be recognized as a way to 
write for the screen, and film-making as a way to write with the screen. Thus, Screen Production 
Enquiry as a methodology (see Kerrigan et al. 2015) can explain the unique research approach taken 
in making Noirscapes. 
Noirscapes as screen production enquiry 
Noirscapes was conceived by Sean Maher, lead author on this article, as a postdoctoral research 
project based on his Ph.D. research ‘Noir and the urban imaginary’ (2010). Maher’s research brings 
together two areas: being a cinema scholar and also self-confessed flâneur. To flâneur is a form of 
urban wanderlust, with antecedents in the way Baudelaire journeyed on foot through Hausmann’s 
Paris, and the method informing Walter Benjamin’s The Arcades Project (Benjamin, 1999). 
Noirscapes posits that in order to flâneur in Los Angeles, one has to drive along its astral freeways 
and experience America in motion. 
 
Noirscapes has emerged as a four-part creative work, in which the first episode, ‘Los Angeles 
Noirscape’, critically examines theorists from the Los Angeles School of Urbanism and how they use 
film and fictional texts to critically map the city. Episode 2, ‘Retracing Classic Film Noir’, draws on 
Billy Wilder’s dark love letters to Hollywood through Double Indemnity and Sunset Boulevard. 
‘Bunker Hill Documentary’ is the third in the series, and it drives through the iconic noir locations of 
Bunker Hill and provides an authentic ethnographic connection to the past. Episode 4, ‘The Making 
of a Genre: Chinatown and Neo Noir’, explores the role that Roman Polanski’s Chinatown played in 
transforming the style of film noir into the genre neo noir, and forged an alternative history of Los 
Angeles along the way. These four episodes were meticulously planned over twelve months and 
filmed on location over two days in July 2015. 
To ensure the GoPro method of filming would stand up to the unpredictability that can occur in 
foreign environments, Maher undertook a pilot shoot through the city of Brisbane, tracing the urban 
history of the Fitzgerald Inquiry into Queensland Police Corruption (1987–1989). This pilot shoot 
used the same camera and audio set-up that was to be employed on the Los Angeles shoot. 
Conducted two months before the US trip, the pilot shoot was successful and confirmed that this 
approach offered an appropriate method to overwrite the historical accounts of the Los Angeles 
urbanscape. Footage from the Brisbane shoot will eventually comprise a discrete set of episodes for 
final inclusion in the Noirscapes series. 
The concept behind Noirscapes was to construct an alternative form of urban historiography, in 
which Los Angeles locations act as triggers that underpin its narratives. For example, Sunset 
Boulevard and Chinatown jostle for a place in allegorizing the city’s history, despite them being 
fictional narratives. By recording in-car conversations that took place between two film-maker-
researchers en route, Dr Maher and Dr Milfull, commentary and critique are captured, connecting 
the physical position of the car to the creation of a film noir reel. The commentary represents an 
unscripted but structured conversation based on previously prepared and shared research and 
readings. In post-production, this commentary will be supplemented by voice-over accompani-
ments from Maher and Milfull. As film noir spectators, Maher and Milfull approach each cinematic 
text as the embodiment of particular modern and postmodern eras, where film noir and neo noir 
constitute and provide insights into the Los Angeles urban environment, and become much more 
than a simple drive-through representations of the city. 
Motivated as a flâneur, Maher’s research found that film noir constitutes an essential layer 
containing historical reference points that function ethnographically against the city of Los Angeles. 
Ethnography used in this cinematic sense is the inadvertent historical function of cinema, illustrated 
in Kracauer’s Nature of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality (Kracauer, 1960). In this work, 
reality exists in spite of the fictional nature of a feature film: ‘Film is uniquely equipped to record and 
reveal physical reality and, hence, gravitates towards it […] the only reality we are concerned with is 
actually existing physical reality – the transitory world we live in’ (Kracauer cited by Sorlin 2001: 40). 
Following on from this, Sorlin argues, 
If we ignore plot and the characters, we discover aspects of life which the camera has 
recorded all the more accurately because the cameraman did not even notice them. Take a 
film like The Servant [Joseph Losey, 1963]. Today we are interested in the story and we think 
the setting unimportant, but in a hundred years’ time, historians will find in it invaluable 
information about dress, homes, public spaces, and relationships in London in the middle of 
the twentieth century. This is what I have called the ethnographical aspect of the cinema; 
Kracauer was right to draw attention to it.  (2001:40) 
As Sorlin and Kracauer suggest, the quotidian aspects of modern life captured in cinema represent a 
challenge to conventional historiography. The sheer scale of the industrial output of cinema synony-
mous with Hollywood, combined with location shooting and cinematography of actual Los Angeles, 
which characterizes classic film noir, further underlines how film noir can perform ethnographic and 
historical functions. So, despite film noir being fictional in nature, it has inadvertently captured a 
mid-twentieth century spatial record of Los Angeles as it convulsed under the transformations of 
urban modernity. Through the oeuvre of several decades of film noir, an indelible record of the city 
has been captured in what amounts to some of the ethnographic dimensions of fiction film-making. 
Film noir used post-World War II Los Angeles as its low-budget backlot, and provides cine-matic 
expression to some of the tumults of urban space as the city transformed from modernity to 
postmodernity. Similar to the role the city of Paris plays in relation to modernity, and the cultural 
critique pursued by the original urban theorist, Walter Benjamin, Los Angeles has become synony-
mous with some of the key tenets of postmodernity. As a modernist city, Benjamin could walk 
through and write about Paris as one of the central coordinates of modernity. In Noirscapes, a series 
of films has been devised in order to access Los Angeles’ postmodern coordinates. By filming the 
experiential terrain of its postmodern contours, the rigged camera car travels along the city’s actual 
and imagined highways and journeys into its cinematic off ramps, identifying where the real city of 
Los Angeles meets the reel city of Hollywood. 
By employing these conceptual understandings of cinematic ethnography, this research uses 
Noirscapes to write with the screen, forging a contemporary version of the city of Los Angeles that is 
visually evidenced in the residual modernity of Los Angeles’ postmodern built environment. Drawing 
on these conceptual foundations, Maher and Milfull consciously and meticulously plotted the two-
day in-car shoot, driving along the iconic road network comprising the likes of Sunset Boulevard, 
which runs for 30 miles from Hollywood, through West Hollywood and on to the Pacific Ocean. As 
navigators of urban noir, the two were able to create a logistical route for each episode that could 
support conversations as they drove along the city’s boulevards and negotiated mundane hazards 
such as peak-hour traffic and congestion. Mapping out precise routes was complicated by the fact 
that some of these film noir locations have been completely erased from the modern streetscape. 
Much of Maher’s research time was thus spent finding these film noir locations against modern day 
maps of Los Angeles. 
For three months prior to filming, Milfull and Maher met once a week to plan optimal routes and 
discuss which topics could be the subject of in-car conversations to expose insights into Los Angeles’ 
urban environment, and how it has changed since it was recorded in the many noir films they would 
cover. Maher and Milfull’s foreign, outsider’s perspective on Los Angeles also provided an 
ontological point of difference from traditional American film noir criticism. 
Spectatorship and film noir scholarship 
An ontological aspect underpinning the researchers’ work is the notion that foreigners see America 
differently. As Australians driving through contemporary Los Angeles, Noirscapes sees Maher and 
Milfull occupy positions of outsiders afforded to non-Americans. The activity of a foreign 
anthropological and critical gaze onto ‘America’ dates back to de Tocqueville and his landmark two-
volume publication, Democracy in America (1835; 1840). Throughout the twentieth century it has 
been a recurring activity even in general reportage, such as the BBC’s and Alistair Cooke’s Letter 
from America (1946) that ran from 1946 until 2004, the longest running radio programme in history. 
Specific analysis centred on Los Angeles and its urban built environment from the outside 
perspective of a foreigner is also evident in Reyner Banham’s now classic study, Los Angeles: The 
Architecture of Four Ecologies (Banham, 1971). 
 
But perhaps the most theoretically potent and poetic foreign treatise on the United States is Jean 
Baudrillard’s America (1986). A postcard style approach of insight and analysis, it is a lyrical and 
complex mediation on the United States that positions it as the last ‘primitive society’, and 
displaying typical Baudrillardian excess, he boldly proclaims, ‘It may be that the truth of America 
can only be seen by a European, since he alone will discover here the perfect simulacrum’ (1986: 
28). Aside from privileging a European perspective, Baudrillard’s point connects to how foreigners 
usually first encounter the American experience including its cities and built environ-ment, which is 
often through cinematic renderings. As Ed Buscombe has noted, 
Hollywood has been able to produce films which present with a solidarity, concreteness and 
intensity no other cinema has rivaled the material of its national life. Everyone who has ever 
been exposed to the American cinema has not only a detailed sense of what America looks 
like, feels like (spectacle and identification) but also a vivid knowledge of the dynamism and 
force of its social life, represented in a style at once concrete and multifaceted. 
(1981: 150) 
The city of Los Angeles has particularly poignancy in relation to Buscombe’s argument, which stems 
from the city playing host to Hollywood, the actual suburb and place as well as an ultimate signifier 
of American cinema. There is a doubling of the audience’s register and identification with the city 
that occurs as a result of the city’s dyadic function as both Los Angeles and Hollywood. 
Hollywood as a reel city is ethnographically embedded in the film noir archive, and Maher’s research 
as a film spectator details the extent of this binary relationship between Hollywood and Los Angeles. 
In that sense, spectatorship, where ‘a viewer receives images from the film screen, which are 
absorbed, reoriented, and interpreted in the mind of the viewer’ (Pozo cited by Branigan and 
Buckland 2015: 198), permits Maher and Milfull as screen researchers to reinterpret the meanings 
from within the diegesis that are not normally seen. By completing a deeper discourse analysis of 
these film noirs, Maher and Milfull make sense of the cultural, urban and geographical details that 
emerge from within the original film noir locations, which subsequently contextualize the production 
choices made by the film noir film-makers. By analysing both the spectatorial realities, by viewing 
the film noirs and the creational realities, by retrospectively understanding the environments where 
the film-makers like Wilder and Polanski made their films, this research looks beyond the diegesis 
and into the profilmic and afilmic realities that existed. These terms – afilmic, profilmic, filmographic, 
screenic, diegetic, spectatorial and creational (see Souriau 1951: 234–40) – exist as part of a 
septenary filmic reality called ‘filmology’, which pulls apart the human technological and logistical 
processes that contribute to the making of a film.1 While the diegetic and spectatorial realities have 
become cornerstone concepts for film studies, the other realities that describe the logistics of film-
making and the intentions of the film-maker have been virtually forgotten. It is through a creative 
practice approach such as that used in Noirscapes that it is possible to reawaken the connections 
that Souriau defined, as each reality has a particular definition that can be used to describe the 
research underpinning Noirscapes, which aims to illustrate cinema’s role in capturing ethnographic 
moments of an urban environment. 
 1. The definitions of the realities of the filmol-ogy are the following seven (see Buckland 2000: 47): 
 
1. Afilmic reality (the reality that exists independently of filmic reality) 
2. Profilmic reality (the reality photographed by the camera) 
3. Filmographic reality (the film as physical object, structured by techniques such as 
editing) 
4. Screenic (or filmo-phanic) reality (the film as project on a screen) 
5. Diegetic reality (the fictional story world created by the film) 
6. Spectatorial real-ity (the spectator’s perception and comprehension of a film) 
7. Creational reality (the film-maker’s intentions). 
 As a creative practice research, then, Noirscapes can trace the contours that both separate and blur 
cinematic Los Angeles and its film noir alter ego, labelled the Dark City. In this vein, Noirscapes is 
informed by traditional American film noir scholarship such as that of Elizabeth Ward, Alain Silver, 
James Ursini, Edward Dimendberg, Paula Rabinowitz, James Naremore and Sheri Biesen. In Raymond 
Chandler’s Los Angeles: A Photographic Odyssey (1987), Ward and Silver documented in print form 
the Los Angeles inhabited by Chandler by retracing locales across the city where he both lived and 
set his hard-boiled fiction. In L.A. Noir: The City as Character (2005), James Ursini and Alain Silver 
focus on Los Angeles’ locations in terms of their dramaturgical function and ability to drive the 
narrative in noir as much as conventional action elements. 
Naremore, Dimenedberg and Rabinowitz have each employed film noir as a means to map aspects 
of American history and modernity. In Film Noir and the Spaces of Modernity (2004), Dimendberg 
sees noir articulate specific tensions issuing from the reconfiguration of urban space in the middle of 
the twentieth century. Predicated on its freeway-enabling growth, the expansion of Los Angeles is 
seen as emblematic of postmodern energies that represent centrifugal urban dispersal. This 
identification of the centrifugal urban forces in Los Angeles departs from the conventional modern 
dynamics of American cities like New York and Chicago, which operate according to the centripetal 
urban forces that forge large downtowns and urban density. Paula Rabinowitz and James Naremore 
have both looked at the alternative history that can be posed by film noir considerations. For 
Rabinowitz, film noir is part of a larger pulp history that has captured the more marginal aspects of 
American modernity, while Naremore has often identified the inadvertent capturing of history, 
which can occur in the margins and the background of individual film noir titles. For example, 
according to Naremore the exterior lighting of the Glendale train station scene in Double Indemnity 
was blacked out in compliance with city’s lighting restrictions during the World War II (1998: 2), 
meaning that elements of the chiaroscuro in the mise-en-scène are neither a choice of the director, 
Billy Wilder, nor the cinematographer, John Seitz. Instead, these elements represent an ‘edge of 
frame’ sliver of documentary history pictorially recording a fragment of wartime Los Angeles at 
night. Sheri Biesen has expanded on these documentary elements captured by film noir in her study, 
Blackout: World War II and the Origins of Film Noir (2005). 
As more traditional, critical writers on film noir and American urbanism, the insights and arguments 
put forward here comprise much of the critical research gathered in the twelve months leading up to 
the Noirscapes shoot in Los Angeles. This preparatory stage of film-making corre-sponds to the first 
stage of a film’s production process, project development (see Cohen et al. 2009: 95). Furthermore, 
this stage of preparing to write for the screen, which draws on images from the screen, parallels the 
first element of the Graham Wallas’ staged creative process, in which creative practice conceptually 
takes place through a ‘stage of hard, conscious, systematic, and fruitless analysis of the problem’ 
(1976: 70). For Maher, this involved an analysis of the cinematic history ethnographically recorded 
on the screen, as well as looking at scholarship on recording America through a cinematic lens. 
 
Writing with noir screens 
The prefiguring of America through cinema for foreigners is a well-established phenomenon. The 
sheer volume of output from this most prodigious of American industries forms part of the basis of 
Hollywood’s hegemonic function and place in global cinema, and this plays into the themes of this 
special issue about writing on the screen. According to Tom O’Regan,  
Hollywood’s reliance upon certain kinds of social text on-screen (relationships, family, places, 
objects) when taken in conjunction with its drawing of materials from other movies or 
television series, provides audiences with a set of textual reference points that are not 
available to the more ‘one off’ product of other countries in the international marketplace. 
Such a favouring of intertextual connections can be accomplished equally through studio and 
location shooting, e.g. Detroit as the futuristic city of Robocop. Such a construction of a self-
referring audio-visual world should assist international circulation. (1992) 
The intertextual dynamism highlighted by O’Regan provides the basis for Baurdillard’s claims of 
American hyperrealism and the preconditions underpinning its simulacrum: ‘America is neither 
dream nor reality. It is a hyperreality’ (1986: 28). The flow and circulation of images that displaces 
the real under the sign when specifically applied to Los Angeles and its representations sees 
intertextual dimensions multiplied in the face of the city’s dyadic relationship with Hollywood. 
Approaching the relationship between American urbanism, history and cinema is Los Angeles native 
Mike Davis, who traced the effects of noir on the actual city in his landmark analysis, City of Quartz: 
Excavating the Future in Los Angeles (1990). Proclaiming that film noir constitutes a ‘de facto history 
of Los Angeles’, Davis’ commentary has been associated with the Los Angeles School of Urbanism, 
which represents a very indigenous urban theory approach to the city behind the School’s 
namesake. 
Representing an interdisciplinary collaboration across the humanities, urban planning disci-plines 
and the social sciences, and spanning departments and institutes across UCLA and USC, the Los 
Angeles School of Urbanism represents a key school of critical thought with the city of Los Angeles 
firmly at its centre. One of the central theorists associated with the School is Edward Soja, whose 
work in urban theory continues the tradition of pioneering urban theorist, Henri Lefebvre. 
A key approach that differentiates the Los Angeles School of Urbanism from predecessors like the 
Chicago School is the willingness to incorporate into their analyses and considerations of Los Angeles 
the role played by fictional and imaginary texts in the way meaning making and sense is made in 
everyday encounters with the city. 
The influence of the Los Angeles School can be evidenced in a study by urban planner William 
Fulton: The Reluctant Metropolis, The Politics of Urban Growth in Los Angeles (2001). In what would 
normally be a straightforward urban studies analysis of Los Angeles, Fulton takes time to include an 
account of the city in Raymond Chandler’s writing. Discussing the history of Los Angeles and its 
population explosion as waves of domestic US migrants flocked to the city in the early part of the 
twentieth century, Fulton acknowledges the way fiction, and in this case Raymond Chandler’s fiction, 
is able to capture something that conventional, empirical data could never account for, but which 
fiction can readily supply: 
Perhaps the most vivid source of information about the consequences of the growth machine 
on Los Angeles is the writing of mystery novelist Raymond Chandler, especially his novels The 
Big Sleep, Farewell My Lovely and The Lady in the Lake. Chandler had a great eye for detail of 
all kinds, and the details he provides us with about the Southern California landscape and its 
people are filled with insight. In Farewell, My Lovely, published in 1940, detective Philip 
Marlow visits a neighbourhood busybody living in a transitional section of what we would 
now call South Central. Seeking to gain her confi-dence, he admires her carved sideboard and 
says: ‘I bet that side piece was the admiration of Sioux Falls’. She answers: ‘Mason City. 
Yesser, we had a nice home there once, me and George. Best there was’. Just in that one 
exchange Chandler manages to convey volumes about the hopes and the realities of 
Midwestern migrants living in Los Angeles in the 1930s.   (2001: 366) 
While Chandler’s prose may only constitute a minor component of Fulton’s study, by including and 
praising Chandler in this way Fulton acknowledges the way fiction can capture subjective experience 
at a precise moment in the city’s history. Fiction can poignantly illustrate the human dimension to 
what would otherwise be consigned to some kind of aggregated demographic. Fulton states that 
literary accounts like Chandler’s amount to one kind of ‘information’; yet clearly, it is a very different 
kind of ‘information’ traditionally employed by urban geographers and urban planners, one that has 
only recently been employed through the influence of urban theory. 
It is no coincidence that Fulton and others like him, including Mike Davis and Edward Soja, feel 
compelled in their urban studies accounts of the city to draw on the tropes derived from Los 
Angeles’ rich history and indelible association with traditions of hard-boiled detective fiction and film 
noir. It is in this tradition that Noirscapes takes account of film noir and analyses its intersec-tions 
with the actual city of Los Angeles. Episode 1 of Noirscapes, ‘Los Angeles Noirscape: The Theory’, will 
illustrate how The Los Angeles School of Urbanism is an important school that combines critical and 
scholarly thought with urban studies. In this episode the Los Angeles School and its particular critical 
orientation is discussed along with its key proponents, Henri Lefebvre, Mike Davis and Edward Soja. 
The Los Angeles School is important for the Noirscape series as it provides a form of transmedial 
theoretical scholarship that connects film noir and other assorted fictional texts (i.e., Raymond 
Chandler) as essential materials that can assist with critically mapping the city of Los Angeles. 
 
The second episode is titled ‘Retracing Classic Film Noirs: Billy Wilder’s dark love letters to 
Hollywood’. By focusing on Double Indemnity, filmed in 1944, and Sunset Boulevard, filmed in 1950, 
the rigged camera car in Noirscapes was able to retrace Billy Wilder’s movements through Los 
Angeles. While driving along, Maher and Milfull recount the significance of Wilder as a post-war 
Germanic film-maker working in Hollywood. The German expatriate film-making community 
provided the cynical raw edge to film noir, and Maher and Milfull discuss the pedigree behind the 
original cycle of film noir and how it separates from contemporary neo noir. 
The production design and location shooting used in both of Wilder’s films draws on the existing 
urban Los Angeles environment. Instead of using Hollywood as a backlot and stand-in for New York 
cityscapes, film noirs used actual Los Angeles streets and even incorporates these locales into their 
titles: Sunset Boulevard, Union Station (1950), Angel’s Flight (1965), etc. These films illustrate the 
idea that film noir acts as an archive of an era in Los Angeles that has been erased. Drawing on these 
ideas, the rigged camera car drove past locations such as Schwab’s Drugstore on Sunset Boulevard; 
Joe Gillis’ (William Holden) Alto Nido apartment from Sunset Boulevard, still standing at 1851 North 
Ivar Street, Hollywood (Figure 1); and the art deco apartment building used for the exteriors of 
Walter Neff’s apartment in Double Indemnity, at 1825 North Kinglsey Drive, Hollywood. 
Conversation by Maher and Milfull were designed to illuminate Billy Wilder’s real-world Hollywood 
experiences and the influence the fabric of the city and Hollywood had on his film-making. One 
disadvantage of employing film-making as a method on Noirscapes was that the natural delivery of 
the in-car conservations was inhibited by peak-hour traffic, which at times affected the authenticity 
of the conversation. For example, Milfull recounts how the interior of Wilder’s apartment in the 
Chateau Marmont formed the basis of the production design for the interiors of Walter Neff’s 
fictional apartment in Double Indemnity, and the importance that Wilder’s Hollywood life had on 
 
Figure 1: A 2015 view of 1851 North Ivar Street, Hollywood. Figure 2: A 2015 view of the Funicular Train Station, Bunker Hill. 
 
the story of Sunset Boulevard. These stories contribute to the second episode and its synopsis 
(presented below) describes the relationship between Los Angeles and Hollywood and their 
representation in film noir: 
By examining Billy Wilder’s two iconic film noirs, Double Indemnity (1944) and Sunset 
Boulevard (1950), we see how these films remain quintessential examples of the form that is 
film noir and is a construct of Hollywood as the dark alter ego of sunshine baked city of Los 
Angeles. Drawing on commentary by film noir historians, Eddie Muller, James Ursini and 
Alain Silver, the venal depths of Hollywood are retraced by visiting the remaining sites of 
some of iconic locations featured in both of these Billy Wilder classics. 
The third episode of Noirscapes focuses on Bunker Hill, geographically located near downtown Los 
Angeles. This infamous district was the preferred location for many film noirs, including Act of 
Violence (1948), Criss Cross (1949), Backfire (1950), Kiss Me Deadly (1955) and Angel’s Flight (1965). 
A once grand and prosperous neighbourhood at the turn of the twentieth century, it gradually fell 
into decline and disrepute as the suburban sprawl of Los Angeles advanced into outer lying districts 
through tract housing developments. By the 1930s and 1940s, according to Jim Dawson, ‘Bunker Hill 
looked like a place that might seep into the souls of the desperate or struggling people who lived 
there. Central casting could not have picked a better “rough neighborhood” for its new genre of dark 
and stark crime dramas’ (2012: 28). 
Driving around Bunker Hill, Maher and Milfull spoke about the district’s transformation since the 
1960s, the simulacra of the relocated funicular railway (Figure 2) and the overwhelming sense of 
historical erasure one encounters when experiencing present day Bunker Hill. 
It becomes clear when physically inhabiting this district that it is only through the memory of film 
noir that the old Bunker Hill still exists. Titled ‘Bunker Hill – A Noir Documentary’, the third episode 
explores Bunker Hill as the quintessential film noir location, once full of grand houses, which hosted 
a funicular railway that climbed up the downtown’s steep topography. By the 1930s, the grand 
mansions in this once salubrious neighbourhood had become flophouses and today almost every 
vestige of mid-century Bunker Hill has been erased from the fabric of contemporary Los Angeles. 
Bunker Hill is a meta-location in relation to film noir, and provides the basis for the argument that 
Los Angeles and film noir are inextricably tied together. 
Iconic films shot in Bunker Hill may constitute a fictional rendering of this part of the city, but they 
nevertheless recount some of the most vital and vivid perspectives of this now erased part of Los 
Angeles. In the late 1950s and the early 1960s Bunker Hill was bulldozed, and this urban 
advancement physically changed the topography of the Hill. Modern skyscrapers have invaded what 
was Bunker Hill, as the business district of the downtown moved inexorably east. No chronicle or 
archive is as extensive as the ‘memory’ of Bunker Hill that resides in film noir, which provides a rare 
perspective on this erased part of Los Angeles’ built environment. Interpreted through an urban 
theory lens informed by the Los Angeles School of Urbanism, in this episode film noir is discussed in 
terms of constituting a unique ethnographic account of Bunker Hill. 
The fourth episode, ‘The Making of a Genre: Chinatown and Neo Noir’, is where Chinatown can be 
seen as an urban archive for film-making. This episode retraces the significance of Roman Polanski’s 
Chinatown and its crucial role in transforming the style of film noir into the genre, neo noir. 
Chinatown sees the emergence of a wholly self-conscious noir production, and ushers into existence 
the genre now known as neo noir. With this development and through this landmark film, film noir 
moves beyond a style and into the status of a fully fledged genre. The story of Los Angeles is 
rendered on-screen through Chinatown with the ferocity and eye of European director Roman 
Polanski who survived the Holocaust. Described as the story Raymond Chandler should have 
conceived and written, Chinatown is the result of collaboration between screenwriter Robert Towne, 
director Roman Polanski, rising star Jack Nicolson and the head of the Paramount Pictures, Robert 
Evans. As director Polanski insisted on the film’s ending, enabling noir to transcend its pulp fiction 
origins and scale the heights of tragedy. 
Fredric Jameson describes postmodernism as the cultural logic of late capitalism, and in 1974 
Chinatown is arguably one of the earliest cinematic expressions of that logic. Anticipating the textual 
dynamics of the sci-fi, neo noir hybrid, Bladerunner (1982), Chinatown blends historical periods, film 
styles and Hollywood references that cohere seamlessly within the logics of its narrative. The altered 
historical coordinates of its narrative and textual dynamics see postmodern experience rendered on-
screen for perhaps the first time. 
Films such as Chinatown have inspired Maher as a film-maker-researcher to adopt a critically 
reflective practice approach used to create Noirscapes. He explains this approach, 
 
Originating in urban studies but combining elements like social geography and literary 
theory, Third Space reconfigures the role of texts in relationship to notions of place and 
place-making and it offered the basis on which to apply a new film-making practice. 
(cited by Kerrigan et al. 2015: 11) 
By exploring these critical concepts more deeply, it is possible to argue that nowhere is the collision 
between the city, its actual history, a fictional narrative and film noir inspired neo noir more potent 
than in Polanski’s Chinatown. The melding of the city’s history as captured through the tropes of its 
hard-boiled and film noir predecessors, the neo noir Chinatown is emblematic of how intertwined 
noir renderings have become with the real history of Los Angeles. The poignancy of the film and its 
effect on individuals experiencing the actual Los Angeles for the first time is captured by the 
anecdotal account revealed in an IMDb blog. The affect of Chinatown is palpable and capable of 
generating a very particular kind of cognitive mapping of the city that is dominated by the inner 
workings of the imaginary. 
I saw this movie first in Chicago and heck, back then I knew nothing about LA, though I’ve 
since moved to and lived in the area for years. Once relocated, I quickly discovered the 
historically interesting side to the story and then appreciated the movie from yet another 
compelling angle […] Geez, I’ll never forget that first confrontational scene at the Albacore 
Club! The study in absolute raw and evil power as masterly portrayed by John Huston. In the 
very same scene Jack Nicholson skilfully paints the subtleties of his cautious, cynical, small-
time hustler character. The air crackles! I must have played this scene in my mind a thousand 
times. When I visited Catalina Island for the first time in about 1985, not knowing its 
significance to the movie, I walked by the Albacore Club (The Tuna Club in real life) and froze 
transfixed. I recognized it instantly of course, and I must have stood there gawking for 20 
minutes not saying a word. I could literally HEAR the Chinatown theme – the memories were 
that clear and fresh! (attitudeadjustment) 
 (http://www.imdb.com/user/ur3628812/) 
As spectators of Chinatown and flâneurs experiencing Los Angeles, Maher and Milfull are able to 
draw out the time and space dimensions that Souriau describes as aflimic realities – those urban 
structures that exist independently of the film – and the profilmic realities – what was photo-
graphed by the camera. By identifying these two realities that exist between the film Chinatown and 
its chronicle of the history of Los Angeles, it is possible to show how this landmark film sees the 
history of film noir intersect with the history of Los Angeles. Furthermore, this analysis delivers neo 
noir as a full-blown genre that also embodies postmodern sensibilities in film-making. For many, the 
film’s account of the historical formation of the city stands in place of its official history and the film 
is regularly cited, from urban studies analyses to social histories of Los Angeles. 
The four episodes of Noirscapes were filmed in Los Angeles in July 2015, when a car was rigged with 
one Sony NX5 and five GoPros: three across the dash, capturing a series of two shots of Maher and 
Milfull (Figure 3), and two profile shots mounted on the side windows. 
Lapel mics connected to a zoom recorder were used to monitor sound levels via an audio mixer as an 
audio/camera technician, in order to remain out of shot, lay down in the back seat of the car for the 
entire shoot. Each route was filmed twice, based on the episodic synopses described, driven first 
with the GoPro cameras turned inwards capturing the in-car conservation, and then driven a second 
time with the cameras pointed outward capturing the boulevards of Los Angeles. 
 
Figure 3: Front and centre – GoPro still from Noirscapes rushes. 
Additional second unit location footage was recorded to embellish Maher and Milfull’s in-car 
conversation. This filming method has given the director and the editor ten shots from which to 
rewrite Noirscapes. Another opportunity to film in Los Angeles is being arranged for July 2016, which 
will allow for an additional episode to be filmed. The final distribution arrangements are currently 
being negotiated with Queensland Art Gallery of Modern Art (QAGoMA), with a view to featuring 
the episodes as part of a film noir exhibition in the venue’s Cinemateque, in September 2016. 
Conclusion: A methodology of writing for and with screens 
Screen production enquiry has been used on Noirscapes as a methodology that applied film-making 
and spectatorship methods, where spectatorship when used in the way described above provides a 
method to interrogate multiple film noir diegesis as well as looking beyond the diegetic aesthetics, 
narrative and mise-en-scène to examine the profilmic and afilmic realities. Combining that film noir 
knowledge within a film-making method has allowed Noirscapes to record how the modern urban 
environment has been able to maintain or erase those physical attributes. Using these methods to 
research Noirscapes points out the peculiarities of the film medium, which come to the fore when 
films are used as inspiration for research and film-making is used as the method to produce multi-
layered meanings. 
By reorienting the filmology-based realities, this research used the gaze acquired through the 
spectatorial reality of its creators, which allowed for the examination of cinematic ethnography also 
described here as the profilmic reality. As Maher and Milfull drove around Los Angeles in the car 
rigged with GoPros, they were able to examine the physical conditions of the contemporary afilmic 
reality. In some instances the physical structures – including suburbs – have been erased from the 
urban environment, such as Bunker Hill; in other instances the physical structures remained intact, 
such as the apartment form Sunset Boulevard, still standing on North Ivar Street, Hollywood. By 
examining this dyadic relationship between change and lack of change occurring in the city’s built 
environment, Maher and Milfull have been able to use the screen to write another version of this 
profilmic reality. This positioning of Maher and Milfull’s screenic enquiry situates them as cinematic 
creators of an episodic film series that explores the afilmic reality of Los Angeles, which has either 
been upheld or erased by postmodernity. 
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